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HPCs and Windows CE Worth the Wait?
by Jon Brademeyer and Wayne Harding, CPA
Jon is Information Services Operations manager, Great Plains Software. Wayne is vice president ofKey
National Accounts, Great Plains Software and a member of the AICPA Information Technology Research
Subcommittee. In this Alert, the authors discuss the latest technology gadget - HPCs, which were
announced at COMDEX in November. These hand-held devices run on the latest operating system
developed by Microsoft, Windows CE.

Two of the most frustrating situations to most "road warriors" are the inability with today's technology to be both
portable and effective and when to buy - will something new be just around the comer, rendering a recent purchase
obsolete?

On the highly portable end of the scale, today's palm tops or personal digital assistants (PDAs), do not have the
features nor functionality for a complete mobile computing answer. They run proprietary operating systems and
have very limited application and synchronization capabilities with full-grown PCs. Laptops on the other hand,
are not portable enough in today's environment. Asking a client to wait ten minutes while you unpack your laptop
and wait for it to boot up is not acceptable.
What accountants need is a PDA that uses an industry standard operating system, and that can be brought up in
a nanosecond. It should also come equipped with a complete suite of personal productivity applications along with
synchronization capabilities with their desktop PC, and perhaps most importantly, allowing seamless access to the
Internet.

One popular contender in the PDA arena is the US Robotics Pilot. This computer has scheduling capabilities, a
to-do list, contact list, as well as a memo pad. The Pilots have recently become a very hot item, one reason being
availability of third-party software allowing synchronization between Pilot and Microsoft Schedule+, Lotus
Organizer, or other popular personal information manager (PIM) databases. This synchronization matches changes
made to the Pilot or the PC-based application so that both computers has the same data. This is important. The
Pilot has no keyboard (helping in the compact design) so large amounts of data can be entered via the desktop
computer and then transferred to the Pilot. In a sense, the Pilot is an electronic replacement to the hand written
copy of a "Day-Timer" or daily planner. What is missing from the Pilot is the capability to use other common
business applications such as spreadsheets, word processors, and E-mail. Also missing is the capability to connect
to the Internet, and an infrared connection.
Although the Pilot has been quite successful, with its developers recognizing and capitalizing on the flaws in prior
PDAs, a new contender has stepped into the arena. Microsoft has released a new operating system called Windows
CE that will revolutionize the mobile computing device market. This new system will run on hand-held PCs or
HPCs, the latest gadgets to hit the market. HPCs were designed to provide users with an affordable, easy-to-use
mobile PC companion, that will carry important information when they are away from their personal computer.
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The HPC is not considered a PDA, but rather a handheld PC companion. PDAs are generally classified as stand
alone, keyboardless devices with proprietary user interfaces and applications that require pen-based entry and
navigation. HPCs are different in that they come equipped with much more than just personal information
management software, as detailed in the following section on Windows CE. Many palmtop vendors (including
Hewlett-Packard, Casio, Sharp, NEC, and others) have announced products scheduled for release by the beginning
of this year. Prices for Windows CE enabled HPCs range from $400 - $1,000.

What is Microsoft CE?
CE is an open, scalable Windows operating system platform for mobile-computing devices. By resembling a mini
version of Windows 95, Windows CE (Win CE) gives the user a familiar interface. Win CE systems will be able
to communicate with each other, share information with Windows-based PCs, and connect to the Internet. If
delivered as promised, the communication between devices will be virtually seamless to the user. The Win CE
operating system is a 32-bit, multitasking, multithreaded, portable operating system requiring very little storage
space - extremely important when designing a hand-held computer.

The typical Win CE-based device weighs about a pound and comes with a keyboard, a touch-screen display and
a battery that can hold a charge for weeks. It does not offer any mouse support, as all navigation is done either
with the keyboard or a pen/stylus. Win CE devices do however, offer the ability for easy synchronization between
HPCs and PCs with the use of a docking cradle and a range of connectivity options such as modems, wireless
modems, and RAM expansion devices via a PC card slot. The screen is approximately 5 inches in diagonal, and
is monochrome, but can display good quality graphics using four shades of gray. Microsoft also bundles its own
software with the device, including Pocket Word, Pocket Excel, Pocket Internet Explorer and a personal
information manager. Win CE devices also come with In-box, a mobile companion to Microsoft Exchange. The
offering of pocket versions of these applications, makes transferring documents between the desktop and the HPC
relatively simple because no significant data conversion needs to take place. The Win CE device may offer many
of the applications used with today’s PCs, albeit they are not meant to replace your PC. They were designed to
complement your desktop, laptop and notebook computers. There are also several short comings in this first round
of HPCs: the QWERTY keyboard is hard to type on; it does not employ handwriting recognition; the PC Card
modem requires a huge amount of power, in fact, it will bum through two AA batteries in 10 minutes; and the email client is unable to read file attachments.
Microsoft’s goal in creating Windows CE was to create an open, standards-based platform that will enable
handheld computing to expand to its full potential. Over 40 leading hardware and software companies have
committed to developing HPCs, such as Compaq, Casio Computer Co., Hewlett-Packard Co., LG Electronics, NEC
Corp., Sharp, and Philips Electronics. The systems will run a 32-bit RISC microprocessor that will be supplied
by Hitachi, NEC and Philips. Other items on the drawing board that may incorporate Win CE are
wireless-communication devices such as pagers and cellular phones.

In summary, if you are deciding on whether or not to purchase a HPC, the following should be taken into
consideration: If you are currently using a PDA and it handles your needs, there is no need to rush out to purchase
a HPC. If this is your first purchase of a mobile computing device and you can wait a bit longer, it is
recommended that you purchase the second generation of devices which are expected to hit the market sometime
this summer. However, if you need one immediately, the Philips Velo 1 is a good choice, with its processor
performance, built-in 14.4 Kbps modem, and one-touch voice-recording capability.
Editor’s Note: For more information visit the Microsoft Windows CE homepage at http://www.microsoft.
com/windows/windowsce.
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